Abstract: This paper adopts the vector auto-regression model (VAR) to study the dynamic effect of renewable energy consumption on carbon dioxide emissions. Our model is based on a given level of primary energy consumption, economic growth and natural gas consumption in the US, from 1990 to 2015. Our results indicate that a long-running equilibrium relationship exists between carbon emissions and four other variables. According to the variance decomposition of carbon dioxide emissions, the use of primary energy has a positive and notable influence on CO 2 emissions, compared to other variables. From the Impulse Response Function (IRF) results, we find that the use of renewable energy would remarkably reduce carbon emissions, despite leading to an increase in emissions in the early stages. Natural gas consumption will have a negative impact on CO 2 emissions in the beginning, but will have only a modest impact on carbon emission reductions in the long run. Finally, our study indicates that the use of renewable forms of energy is an effective solution to help reduce carbon dioxide emissions. The findings of our study will help policy makers develop energy-saving and emission-reduction policies.
Introduction
In recent years, climate change has become the focus of global attention [1] [2] [3] . It is widely recognized that, unless drastic actions are taken to reduce global warming, the world could be heading not only towards reduced growth but also, and more importantly, towards a major environmental disaster [4] [5] [6] [7] . Emissions of greenhouse gases (especially carbon dioxide (CO 2 ) emissions) generated by the burning of fossil fuels, is the primary cause of climate change [8] [9] [10] [11] . The extraction of natural gas from shale rock in the United States (US) is one of the landmark events in the 21st century [12] [13] [14] . This type of natural gas is being heralded as a transition fuel on the path to a low-carbon future [15] . Therefore, searching for effective measures to reduce CO 2 emissions is of critical importance to mitigate climate change.
At the 2015 World Climate Conference held in Paris, 196 parties (including 195 separate countries and the entire European Union) came to an agreement on the steps needed to limit global temperature rises to no more than 2 degrees Centigrade. According to previous studies published by the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) [16, 17] , CO 2 emissions have historically always increased in line with improvements in the global economy. However, the United States is currently experiencing negative growth in CO 2 emissions, while the country's GDP per capita has continued to grow since 2007. Based on the BP Statistical Review of World Energy 2016 [10, [18] [19] [20] , US carbon emissions increased year-on-year before 2007. Then, between 2007 and 2015, US carbon emissions provides a good example for other countries around the world on how to decrease carbon emissions without holding back economic progress. The purpose of this paper is also to reveal the major factors affecting CO2 emissions and thus give other countries useful information to help them formulate effective energy-saving and carbon emission-reduction policies.
After a strong drop from 2007 to 2015, the carbon emissions in 2015 had declined in the US by a full 10%, compared to the 2007 carbon emission levels. However, the country's gross domestic product (GDP) did not fall. Rather, the GDP continued to show a significant increase, from 15,055.4 billion constant 2010 US$ in 2007, up to 16, 597 .4 billion constant 2010 US$ in 2015. These figures represent an annual average growth rate of close to 1.25%. Accordingly, the US provides a good example for other countries around the world of how to decrease carbon emissions without holding back economic progress. Simultaneously, the driving force behind this phenomenon is worthy of concentrated investigation. The relevant information would be referential and useful for Asian countries in terms of providing the experience related to reducing carbon emissions while still increasing GDP. 
Literature Review
In previous studies, Birgit Friedl et al. [21] used the Environmental Kuznets Curve (EKC) to explore the relationship between economic growth and carbon dioxide emissions in Austria over the period from 1960 to 1999. The study concluded that there is a cubic relationship between GDP per capita and CO2 emissions. Lojo Menyah et al. [22] found a unidirectional causality without feedback from US nuclear energy consumption to CO2 emissions from 1960 to 2007, by using the Granger causality test. However, in reality there is no causality from renewable energy consumption to carbon dioxide emissions. Susan Sunlia Sharma [23] confirmed for the global panel that GDP per capita and per capita total primary energy consumption are the determinants of CO2 emissions. Moreover, trade openness, per capita electric power consumption and urbanization all have a negative impact on CO2 emissions. Eyou Dogan et al. [24] adopted an Environmental Kuznets Curve model to study the effects on CO2 emissions of renewable energy consumption, non-renewable sources, real income and trade openness in the European Union. This study, which covered the years from 1980 to 2012, indicated that a bidirectional causality running between renewable energy and CO2 emissions exists, while a unidirectional causality was found from real income to CO2 emissions, from CO2 emissions to non-renewable energy sources, and from trade openness to CO2 emissions. Kais Saidi et al. [25] found a bidirectional causality between labor and capital, and between CO2 emissions and capital, as well as a unidirectional causality from labor to CO2 emissions. This study employed the dynamic 
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Furthermore, we use the meta-analytic method [43] [44] [45] to enrich the review of literature related to renewable energy. The studies related to renewable energy are mostly classified into two categories. The first category explores the relationship between renewable energy and carbon emissions. The second category explores the relationship between renewable energy and economic growth. These renewable energy-carbon emissions studies are mostly focused on two aspects, namely, (1) aggregate renewable energy-carbon emissions studies which employ total renewable energy as a whole, and (2) disaggregate renewable energy-carbon emissions studies which concentrate on specific types of renewable energy (namely solar, wind, ethanol, etc.). According to Table 1 , we can conclude that the aggregate amount of renewable energy is efficient to reduce carbon emissions. We also find that disaggregate renewable energy has different effects on carbon emissions. Specifically, the use of solar, wind and other forms of renewable energy is an efficient means by which to reduce carbon emissions. However, conversely, some types of renewable energy (e.g., ethanol) are not efficient means by which to reduce carbon emissions. These energy types are shown in detail in Figure 2 . According to both Table 2 and Figure 2 , we can see three categories with which exhibit no causality, bidirectional causality and unidirectional causality between economic growth and renewable energy. In addition, there are two categories exhibiting unidirectional causality between economic growth and renewable energy, including examples in which economic growth promotes renewable energy, and in which renewable energy negatively affects economic growth. These examples are shown in detail in Figure 2 .
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Materials and Methods

Model Equation
In this paper, time-series data are used to explore changes in the levels of CO 2 emissions. We use Equation (1) and take into account the variables that substantially affect carbon emissions, in order to calculate carbon dioxide emissions [58] [59] [60] [61] [62] . Our method is based on the vector auto-regression (VAR) model proposed by Burbidge [63] , as follows:
where (CO 2 ) t represents carbon dioxide emissions at time t; re t represents the renewable energy consumption (the sum of hydroelectricity and other renewable energy); y t represents economic growth; pe t represents primary energy consumption; ng t represents natural gas consumption, and u t represents the error term. As reported in previous studies, economic growth and primary energy consumption have a positive impact on CO 2 emissions. In such cases, the signs of β 2 , β 3 are both expected to be positive. In addition, using renewable energy and natural gas can actually reduce carbon emissions to a certain extent, so the signs of β 1 , β 4 should be negative in the long-run. Time-series data analysis based on the VAR model includes six aspects [64] : (1) unit root test, (2) cointegration test, (3) optimal lag order test, (4) Granger causality test, (5) variance decomposition, (6) impulse responses analysis. The vector auto-regression model (VAR) is used to predict and analyze the dynamic impact of random disturbance on the system. The core idea of modeling is to construct a model by taking each exogenous variable as a function of the lagged values of all endogenous variables. Before modeling, we need to test the stationary nature of variables and then, in turn, perform the cointegration test and causality test. In general, the unit root test and cointegration test in the time series are usually required and necessary before building the VAR model in which statistical inferences are conducted [65] . Usually, the root test is employed to conduct a stationary analysis of all variable quantities before the cointegration analysis [60] . We also conducted the unit root test to ensure the stationary property, subsequent to the cointegration test [66] , which is to measure whether there is the long-run equilibrium relationship between total carbon dioxide emissions and the effect of each factor or not. Once all the variables are stationary and the long-run equilibrium relationship between total carbon dioxide emissions and the effect of each factor is established, it is prepared to the Granger causality test and to build the VAR model.
In this study, we conducted an augmented Dickey-Fuller (ADF) unit root test and a Johansen cointegration test. The augmented Dickey-Fuller (ADF) unit root test is the most commonly used unit root test and has non-distribution traits, even asymptotically [67] The advantage of the ADF unit root test and the endogenous break unit root tests is that they omit the possibility of a unit root with a break [68] , subsequent to the running of the Johansen cointegration test. A common practice to test for cointegration is, in fact, the Johansen cointegration test, which has the maximum likelihood estimator for a cointegrated system with Gaussian errors [69] . This test is applied to check for multivariate cointegrating relationships, which in turn meets the requirements of this study [70, 71] . This is why we selected the Johansen cointegration test to analyze the long-run equilibrium relationship between total carbon dioxide emissions and the effect of each factor.
Cointegration Analysis
To investigate the long-term equilibrium relationship between renewable energy consumption, economic growth, primary energy consumption, natural gas consumption and carbon dioxide emissions, our paper employs the VAR model first proposed by C.A. Sims [72] . The unconstrained error correction regression of Equation (1) is represented as follows [73] :
where ∆ represents the first order difference of variables; β 0 is the intercept term, and parameter n represents the lag lengths. The proper lag length is selected based on the Akaike information criterion (AIC) or final prediction error (FPE). What's more, the null hypothesis (H 0 :
of no long-term equilibrium relationship should be contrasted with another hypothesis (H 1 :
. If the calculated statistics are between the upper and lower critical values, then the test result is uncertain. If the calculated statistic exceeds the upper critical value, this means that the null hypothesis is rejected, while if the calculated statistic is lower than the lower bound, it means that there is no cointegration relationship between these variables.
Granger Causality Test
The existence of a cointegration relationship shows that a causal relationship exists between variables. However, the direction of that causality is not clear. For that reason, the Granger causality test is applied to investigate the short and long term dynamic causal relationship between variables. Suppose that the variables are non-stationary and that a cointegration relationship exists between the variables. Then, Equation (3) develops a vector error correction model, in order to investigate the Granger causality between variables, as follows: 
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Before the cointegration test, the optimal lag order aims to select the appropriate lag order, using the AIC or SC minimum value to choose the lag period. A different lag period will lead to significant differences in the estimated results of the model [74] .
Data Source
The observations and data of the US during the 1990-2015 period were obtained from the BP Statistical Review of World Energy (2016) [18] . Carbon emissions were calculated using the total amount of carbon dioxide emissions (measured in million tons). Renewable energy consumption (including hydroelectricity and other renewable energy such as solar, wind, biomass and geothermal), and primary energy consumption were also measured in terms of equivalent million tons of oil. Natural gas consumption figures exclude those of natural gas converted to liquid fuels, but they include gas derivatives of coal, as well as natural gas consumed in gas-to-liquid forms. Primary energy consumption comprises commercially-traded fuels and includes modern renewable energy types used to generate electricity. The actual per capita GDP figures collected from the World Bank were calculated using a constant $2010. Table 3 summarizes the descriptive statistics of the variables estimated in Equation (1) . The descriptive statistics of the variable growth rates are shown in Table 4 . 
Analysis Results
Augmented Dickey-Fuller Unit Root Test
The VAR method is not suitable for the cointegration test until the variables have actually passed the unit root test. Therefore, the unit root test must be conducted before using the VAR method. In order to improve the reliability of the unit root test for each variable, our paper uses the Dickey-Fuller generalized least squares (DF-GLS) method, with a constant and time series. Our test results show that the logarithmic forms of all variables, except L n (CO 2 ) t and L n pe t , are stable after taking the second difference; all other variables are stationary when taking the first difference, as shown in Table 5 . In addition, the VAR method is applicable for a cointegration test only when the time trend remains steady. 
Johansen Cointegration Test
Based on the stationarity test, we can further perform the Johansen cointegration test represented in Table 6 , thereby laying the foundations for the next Granger causality test. This test shows that at least three co-integrating relationships exist between the variables at the 5% confidence level.
In conclusion, the calculated results indicate that at least three cointegrating relationships exist between carbon dioxide emissions and renewable energy consumption, economic growth, primary energy consumption, and natural gas consumption. 
Optimal Lag Order
Another important aspect of the VAR estimation model is the choice of the lag period. It is very important for the VAR model to select the appropriate lag order, because different lag periods can lead to different results. Here, we choose the optimal lag period according to the AIC or SC minimum criterion. In consideration of the influence of lag length on significance tests, it is necessary to select the appropriate lag order when using the VAR model. The optimal lag order is determined by the following system-wide method: Akaike information criterion (AIC), Final Prediction Error (FPE) criterion, Hannan-Quinn (HQ) criterion, Schwarz information criterion (SIC) and likelihood ratio (LR). Our experimental results show that the optimal lag length is 3 ( Table 7) . We then used the Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) method to calculate the coefficients of Equation (1) . As shown in the linear regression (Table 8) , the coefficients of Lny t and Lnpe t are positive. This result is in accordance with previous literature. The coefficient of Lnre t is negative, thereby implying that the use of renewable energy benefits carbon reduction efforts. Also, the coefficient of Lnng t is Sustainability 2017, 9, 600 9 of 18 0.044435, indicating that natural gas consumption will not have a notable influence on carbon emission reductions in the short term. 
The Granger Causality Results
The results of our Granger causality analysis are displayed in Table 9 . We employed p-values to test the causal relationship between two variables. That is to say, the two variables have a causality when their p-values are lower than 0.05 or 0.1; otherwise no causality exists. From the following table, the use of renewable energy and the level of carbon dioxide emissions has a bidirectional relationship, suggesting that these two factors interact with each other in the long term. These findings imply that the construction and maintenance of renewable energy power generation facilities may result in high energy consumption and additional emissions in the short term, but these facilities would do well in terms of reducing carbon emissions in the future. A two-way causal relationship also exists between economic growth and carbon dioxide emissions. This finding indicates that an increase in per capita GDP will lead to an increase in carbon dioxide emissions in the long run. As we all know, carbon emission levels will increase as we use more primary energy sources. As such, a two-way relationship exists between these two factors. In addition, the consumption of natural gas will also influence CO 2 emission levels. 
Variance Decomposition
As can be seen from Figure 3 , all the roots of the VAR model are in the unit circle and their modules are less than 1, which shows that the VAR model is stable. We can utilize the model to analyze the following variance decomposition and impulse response function on this basis. The stability of the VAR model is the prerequisite for variance decomposition and impulse responses analysis.
Based on several of the above procedures, we built a vector auto-regression model (VAR) for the purpose of analyzing the dynamic effects of different variables on CO 2 emissions. Moreover, the variance decomposition method [75] was used to quantitatively study the relationship between the different variables (Table 10 ). For instance, during Period 10, S.E. is 0.053, which consisted of 68% residual shock from S.E. itself, 5.7% from natural gas consumption, 9.9% from primary energy consumption, 7.8% from the use of renewable energy and 8.2% from economic growth. In a word, primary energy consumption has greatly influenced the level of CO 2 emissions, compared to other variables (especially natural gas consumption). Based on several of the above procedures, we built a vector auto-regression model (VAR) for the purpose of analyzing the dynamic effects of different variables on CO2 emissions. Moreover, the variance decomposition method [75] was used to quantitatively study the relationship between the different variables (Table 10 ). For instance, during Period 10, S.E. is 0.053, which consisted of 68% residual shock from S.E. itself, 5.7% from natural gas consumption, 9.9% from primary energy consumption, 7.8% from the use of renewable energy and 8.2% from economic growth. In a word, primary energy consumption has greatly influenced the level of CO2 emissions, compared to other variables (especially natural gas consumption). 
Impulse Responses Analysis
Finally, the Impulse Responses Function (IRF) method was employed to settle the dispute over which variable contributed most greatly to emissions reductions in the US during the 2007-2015 period. The Impulse Response Function (IRF) is the trajectory of the impact of a standard deviation shock on the current and future values of the endogenous variables. Also, the IRF can accurately describe the dynamic interaction between variables. Figure 4 is the response of carbon emissions to the emissions themselves. As we can see from Figure 4 , there has been no immediate response to the positive impact of a standard deviation of 
Finally, the Impulse Responses Function (IRF) method was employed to settle the dispute over which variable contributed most greatly to CO 2 emissions reductions in the US during the 2007-2015 period. The Impulse Response Function (IRF) is the trajectory of the impact of a standard deviation shock on the current and future values of the endogenous variables. Also, the IRF can accurately describe the dynamic interaction between variables. Figure 4 is the response of carbon emissions to the emissions themselves. As we can see from Figure 4 , there has been no immediate response to the positive impact of a standard deviation of CO 2 emissions during the current period. In addition, CO 2 emission levels are in a state of fluctuation at all times in the abovementioned graph. The CO 2 emission levels decreased rapidly during the first phase, until the minimum value was reached in the second period, when the levels suffered a negative shock from themselves. Subsequently, CO 2 levels maintained an upward trend, right up to the time the maximum level was reached in Period 4, where the levels have a positive influence on themselves. Overall, CO 2 emission levels have been in a state of fluctuation, but the amplitude of that fluctuation is getting smaller and smaller, thereby indicating that carbon emissions will gradually become stable at some point in the future.
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phase Figures 5-8 show the IRF of the annual changes in emissions from renewable energy consumption, natural gas consumption, primary energy consumption and economic growth. As shown in these figures, the horizontal axis represents the number of lag periods of the impact, and the default value is 10 (unit = 2.6 years). The vertical axis represents changes in carbon emissions (unit of measure: %). Furthermore, there are three lines in the graphs. The solid line represents the IRF, while the dashed lines represent the deviation of the positive and negative two times standard deviation. From Figure 5 , we see that a positive, ongoing shock from the use of renewable energy will reduce emission levels in the beginning, before returning to zero in the second period. From Phases 3 to 9, the volatility of emission levels is relatively large. Respectively, emission levels reached their lowest point (−0.028927) in the fourth period and reached their highest point (0.017969) in the ninth period. In the ninth period, the consumption of renewable energy was given a significant From Figure 5 , we see that a positive, ongoing shock from the use of renewable energy will reduce CO 2 emission levels in the beginning, before returning to zero in the second period. From Phases 3 to 9, the volatility of CO 2 emission levels is relatively large. Respectively, emission levels reached their lowest point (−0.028927) in the fourth period and reached their highest point (0.017969) in the ninth period. In the ninth period, the consumption of renewable energy was given a significant positive concussion, resulting in the CO 2 emission levels falling rapidly, until reaching −0.012521 in the tenth period. Therefore, we believe that CO 2 emission reductions in the United States during the 2007-2015 period was most likely caused by the extensive use of renewable energy sources. Figure 6 depicts the impact of natural gas consumption on emissions. As shown in the figure, the level of emissions will decrease in line with the positive shock of natural gas consumption in the early stage. Then, levels gradually rose, due to another positive impact in Period 2, before reaching the highest point (0.12729) during the fourth phrase. After that, emission levels show a downward trend when subjected to the negative impact of natural gas use. From the fifth to the eighth phase, emission levels continue to fluctuate as a result of alternative positive and negative shocks. The results suggest that the consumption of natural gas has so far contributed to a reduction in emissions, but not significantly. As we can see in Figure 7 , emission levels maintained their upward trend in the beginning and then began to decline after suffering the negative impact of primary energy consumption in Period 3. In addition, with the alternation of positive and negative shocks, the emission levels change continuously until the ninth period before reaching a stable state, at which time primary energy consumption has a positive impact on emissions. We can see from these findings that primary energy consumption will increase carbon emission levels. Figure 6 depicts the impact of natural gas consumption on CO 2 emissions. As shown in the figure, the level of CO 2 emissions will decrease in line with the positive shock of natural gas consumption in the early stage. Then, levels gradually rose, due to another positive impact in Period 2, before reaching the highest point (0.12729) during the fourth phrase. After that, CO 2 emission levels show a downward trend when subjected to the negative impact of natural gas use. From the fifth to the eighth phase, CO 2 emission levels continue to fluctuate as a result of alternative positive and negative shocks. The results suggest that the consumption of natural gas has so far contributed to a reduction in CO 2 emissions, but not significantly.
Sustainability 2017, 9, 600 12 of 17 positive concussion, resulting in the emission levels falling rapidly, until reaching −0.012521 in the tenth period. Therefore, we believe that emission reductions in the United States during the 2007-2015 period was most likely caused by the extensive use of renewable energy sources. Figure 6 depicts the impact of natural gas consumption on emissions. As shown in the figure, the level of emissions will decrease in line with the positive shock of natural gas consumption in the early stage. Then, levels gradually rose, due to another positive impact in Period 2, before reaching the highest point (0.12729) during the fourth phrase. After that, emission levels show a downward trend when subjected to the negative impact of natural gas use. From the fifth to the eighth phase, emission levels continue to fluctuate as a result of alternative positive and negative shocks. The results suggest that the consumption of natural gas has so far contributed to a reduction in emissions, but not significantly. As we can see in Figure 7 , emission levels maintained their upward trend in the beginning and then began to decline after suffering the negative impact of primary energy consumption in Period 3. In addition, with the alternation of positive and negative shocks, the emission levels change continuously until the ninth period before reaching a stable state, at which time primary energy consumption has a positive impact on emissions. We can see from these findings that primary energy consumption will increase carbon emission levels. As we can see in Figure 7 , CO 2 emission levels maintained their upward trend in the beginning and then began to decline after suffering the negative impact of primary energy consumption in Period 3. In addition, with the alternation of positive and negative shocks, the CO 2 emission levels change continuously until the ninth period before reaching a stable state, at which time primary energy consumption has a positive impact on CO 2 emissions. We can see from these findings that primary energy consumption will increase carbon emission levels. As we can clearly see in Figure 8 , emission levels have no immediate response to the negative impact of economic growth, at least in the very beginning. When affected by a positive impact from economic growth, carbon emission levels began to increase, until they peaked at 0.006451 in Period 3. After that, emission levels appear to diminish rapidly and down to their minimum in Period 4, with a corresponding negative economic growth. As time went on, the level of emissions gradually stabilized in the eighth to the tenth phase, but still remained positive. In this case, we can say that economic growth also led to an increase in carbon emissions.
Hence, we can draw a conclusion from the IRF results that the use of renewable energy was the main cause of emissions reductions in the US during the 2007-2015 period. The use of natural gas does not have a significant impact on emissions reductions, despite the fact that the use of natural gas will mitigate carbon dioxide emissions to a certain extent, according to the IRF. In addition, primary energy consumption was the biggest single factor leading to the increase in emissions during the period from 1990-2015, followed by economic growth.
Conclusions and Policy Implications
In view of the above findings, we can mainly draw the following conclusions: The Johansen cointegration test results confirmed that, whether in the short term or long term, renewable energy consumption, primary energy consumption, economic development and natural gas consumption all have a certain degree of equilibrium relationship with CO2 emissions in the US. According to the Granger causality test results, we can see that a bidirectional causality exists between CO2 emissions and four other variables. We can also say that CO2 emission levels and the variables covered in this paper affected each other over the past two or three decades in the United States. In addition, a bidirectional causality also existed between the four variables (except for a unidirectional causality from economic growth to renewable energy) in the 1990-2015 period covered by our study.
Variance decomposition results showed that primary energy consumption is the single biggest factor affecting CO2 emissions of the four given variables, in addition to the impact of carbon dioxide itself. Primary energy consumption had a positive and notable influence on CO2 emissions throughout the entire experimental interval. Economic growth and renewable energy consumption are the second and third most influential factors that influence CO2 emission levels. Alternatively, natural gas consumption is the least influential factor and made the smallest contribution to changes in CO2 emission levels, compared to the other variables. From the perspective of the Impulse Responses Function (IRF) results, renewable energy consumption played an important role in lowering US CO2 emissions in Period 10. On the other hand, natural gas consumption resulted in a decrease in CO2 emission levels during the early stage but led to a positive upward trend in the end. Therefore, we believe that the US CO2 emissions reductions did not result from natural gas As we can clearly see in Figure 8 , CO 2 emission levels have no immediate response to the negative impact of economic growth, at least in the very beginning. When affected by a positive impact from economic growth, carbon emission levels began to increase, until they peaked at 0.006451 in Period 3. After that, emission levels appear to diminish rapidly and down to their minimum in Period 4, with a corresponding negative economic growth. As time went on, the level of CO 2 emissions gradually stabilized in the eighth to the tenth phase, but still remained positive. In this case, we can say that economic growth also led to an increase in carbon emissions.
Hence, we can draw a conclusion from the IRF results that the use of renewable energy was the main cause of CO 2 emissions reductions in the US during the 2007-2015 period. The use of natural gas does not have a significant impact on CO 2 emissions reductions, despite the fact that the use of natural gas will mitigate carbon dioxide emissions to a certain extent, according to the IRF. In addition, primary energy consumption was the biggest single factor leading to the increase in CO 2 emissions during the period from 1990-2015, followed by economic growth.
In view of the above findings, we can mainly draw the following conclusions: The Johansen cointegration test results confirmed that, whether in the short term or long term, renewable energy consumption, primary energy consumption, economic development and natural gas consumption all have a certain degree of equilibrium relationship with CO 2 emissions in the US. According to the Granger causality test results, we can see that a bidirectional causality exists between CO 2 emissions and four other variables. We can also say that CO 2 emission levels and the variables covered in this paper affected each other over the past two or three decades in the United States. In addition, a bidirectional causality also existed between the four variables (except for a unidirectional causality from economic growth to renewable energy) in the 1990-2015 period covered by our study.
Variance decomposition results showed that primary energy consumption is the single biggest factor affecting CO 2 emissions of the four given variables, in addition to the impact of carbon dioxide itself. Primary energy consumption had a positive and notable influence on CO 2 emissions throughout the entire experimental interval. Economic growth and renewable energy consumption are the second and third most influential factors that influence CO 2 emission levels. Alternatively, natural gas consumption is the least influential factor and made the smallest contribution to changes in CO 2 emission levels, compared to the other variables. From the perspective of the Impulse Responses Function (IRF) results, renewable energy consumption played an important role in lowering US CO 2 emissions in Period 10. On the other hand, natural gas consumption resulted in a decrease in CO 2 emission levels during the early stage but led to a positive upward trend in the end. Therefore, we believe that the US CO 2 emissions reductions did not result from natural gas consumption during the 2007-2015 period. In brief, an increase in CO 2 emission levels mainly depended on the given level of economic development, as well as the degree of primary energy consumption. Conversely, the decrease in CO 2 emissions was primarily due to the increase in renewable energy consumption.
The above conclusions can provide useful information for policy makers when devising carbon reduction policies. Specifically:
(1) It is necessary to raise the proportion of renewable energy in the overall energy structure as much as possible. For example, biogas, solar energy, biomass energy and other renewable energies all release very little carbon dioxide during use. Since there is a unidirectional causality from economic growth to renewable energy without feedback, any increase in the use of renewable energy will not do any harm to the national economy. In other words, the economy will continue to grow, even in the case of reducing carbon emissions.
(2) Of course, technological innovation should be encouraged, in order to develop new energy and clean energy forms which release less or even no carbon dioxide. Hydroelectric power, onshore wind power and other technologies should continue to be promoted for the purpose of optimizing the energy structure. Furthermore, natural gas exploitation should be accelerated, and the proportion of natural gas consumption (rather than traditional fossil fuels) should be gradually increased, in order to reduce the impact on the environment. The government should also strengthen relevant publicity and education, in order to improve people's awareness of environmental protection and energy-saving issues. At the same time, the government should encourage the public to use recyclable materials in daily life, instead of disposable and non-recyclable articles. Establishing and perfecting the relevant legal mechanisms as a means of ensuring that energy-saving and carbon emission-reduction policies are implemented smoothly will also be an indispensable step.
(3) Improving energy efficiency is another effective measure which can be employed to mitigate carbon emissions, as a positive correlation exists between primary energy consumption and CO 2 emissions. Industrial enterprises should gradually reduce their dependence on fossil fuels and exercise strict control over their greenhouse gas emissions, so as not to destroy the environment for the sake of manufacturing.
(4) In particular, the low carbon lifestyle should continue to be strongly advocated in the future. For instance, green travel should be vigorously advocated. Green transport initiatives can reduce vehicle exhaust emissions and reduce traffic jams and road congestion. In China, the government must also pay close attention to taking the necessary actions to reduce carbon emission levels [10, 28, [76] [77] [78] [79] . These conclusions can provide useful information for policy makers (including in China) looking to formulate carbon reduction policies. The proportion of renewable energy in terms of the country's overall energy structure should be raised as much as possible. In addition, the government should strengthen publicity and education to improve people's awareness of environmental protection. The public should also be encouraged to use recyclable materials instead of disposable articles in daily life. Furthermore, a low carbon lifestyle should be strongly advocated.
